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About Us
It is our vision that all women have equal access to justice in Tasmania.
We empower women to take control of their own lives by providing holistic, client-centred legal
services.
We do this because women experience specific barriers, structural inequality, on account of their
different life experiences of factors like poverty, family violence and pay inequality.
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania operate a free and state-wide service, with offices in Hobart,
Burnie and Launceston.
From our office in Hobart we provide confidential and free legal advice and referral to women right
across Tasmania through our telephone advice line. Our highly skilled legal staff are able to provide
advice and referral on all legal matters, including family law, family violence, civil and criminal law, as
well as estate and property law. In addition to providing telephone advice, we are at times able to
take on casework for clients throughout Tasmania who need representation with their legal matters.
Our Burnie office has been operational since April 2016 after Women’s Legal Service Tasmania was
chosen to open a specialist family violence unit in the north west of Tasmania as part of the
Australian Government’s response to rising family violence in our communities. Our Burnie office
provides legal information, advice and support on any legal matter to those clients in the north west
of the state who are experiencing, or who have experienced, family violence.
Our Launceston office operates with funding secured in part as an extension of our Burnie office,
and in part through funding provided by the Tasmanian State Government from the Family Violence
Action Plan 2015–2020. Our Launceston office provides legal information, advice and support on
any legal matter to those clients in the north of the state who are experiencing, or who have
experienced, family violence.
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is also able to provide community legal education sessions and
workshops throughout the Tasmanian community. We produce legal information publications such
as brochures, booklets, factsheets, and websites, and strive to make the legal system more
accessible and responsive to the issues affecting women through our law reform work.
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is managed and staffed by women who are sensitive to the diverse
needs of individual women and groups within the Tasmanian community. For legal advice or
assistance, you can contact us through our telephone advice line, or by calling our Burnie office
directly if you are in north west Tasmania, and our Launceston office in the north. For all other
information or enquiries, please call our Hobart office.

We operate with integrity, compassion and respect.

WE HELPED

1493

TASMANIAN WOMEN

WITH

3179

ADVICE, TASK AND
INFORMATION
SERVICES

AND

156

CASEWORK FILES

WITH
58% Family Law
35% Civil Law
6% Criminal Law

A Message from the Board of Management

The past year has been exciting one for the
Service with the first full year for our new CEO,
Yvette. Supporting the staff to embrace change
and develop as a (geographically dispersed)
team with a strong organisational culture has
been a priority of the Board and was actively
pursued by Yvette. This flexibility of the staff to
work differently through COVID restrictions was
essential in supporting women in need.
Governance
A special resolution at the previous AGM
heralded the adoption of a new constitution
integrating best governance practices such as a
maximum board tenure of six years, removing
the CEO as a board member, and adding office
bearer positions of Chair and Treasurer.
The Management Collective philosophy that had
underpinned the Board of Management was
retained as much as possible in minimising office
bearers and aiming for consensus decision
making, however in the rapidly changing
environment requiring quick decisions, some
adjustments had to be made.
Supporting the changes to the Constitution, the
Governance policies have been completely
revised and a timetable for review has been
implemented. The Board has also benefited from
a Finance Sub-Committee (chaired by the
Treasurer) reviewing more detailed financial

documents, enabling clearer and more simplified
financial documents to be presented to the
Board.
A strong emphasis on the strategic plan has
been supported by Yvette through reporting to
the Board against strategic priorities. Such
reporting has enabled continual monitoring and
is encompassed in the CEO’s performance
review developed by the Board this year.
Our Staff
We are so very privileged to have such a
dedicated team working at WLST. The
commitment of the staff to work together on
whatever platform (face-to-face or online) during
COVID to maintain the provision of Service
delivery is a credit to the Service. We are also a
step closer to being more proactive (rather than
just reactive) with a social worker and a financial
counsellor as part of our more holistic response.
Our Board of Management
As a Board we have undergone a significant
renewal process. This year we welcomed Liz
Leslie, Emily Bill, Molly Bird and Emily Ridler to
the Board, and for a brief period Eveleen Rao.
Sadly, we farewelled Rebecca Phelps who had
been with the Board for over six years and had
played an integral role on the Board.
Although the Board no longer operates as a
Management Collective, it still remains highly

supportive and retains close to a flat structure
where members work together to achieve the
best outcome of the Service.
It has been my absolute honour to have been
part of the Board for over eleven years, but to
allow for Board renewal (and with the changes to
the Constitution), I am stepping down from the
Board this year.
I look forward to watching the Service flourish
under Yvette’s leadership with the Board
supporting the staff to do what they do best –
providing legal advice and support to empower
Tasmanian women to take control of their own
lives.

Dr Sonia Shimeld
Chair of the Board of Management

“Thank you, Women’s Legal Service Tasmania – you helped a
client of ours through a call-back appointment from your Hobart
office. It was really appreciated that you had records of an earlier
interaction with the clients, which meant that she did not have to
re-tell her traumatic story.”
Manager, East Devonport Child & Family Centre

Our Services

Why a legal service for women?
In addition to the general legal problems that
can affect anyone, there are areas of law in which
a women’s experience is different – as the victim
of a crime, particularly sexual or family violence,
as the primary carer of children, or through
discrimination or lack of equal opportunity in
employment or business.
Some women face additional barriers in
accessing justice due to factors such as cost,
child care responsibilities, and feelings of
intimidation by having to go to court or dealing
with a male dominated legal profession. Other
issues such as language barriers, cultural
backgrounds, disability, sexuality, geographical
isolation can compound to make access to a
legal service intimidating and difficult.
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is staffed by
women who are sensitive to the diverse needs of
women as individuals and as a part of a
community.
Telephone Advice Line
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is a community
legal service funded by the Commonwealth
Attorney-General’s Department. We operate a
free and confidential state-wide telephone
advice line from our Hobart office from 10:00am
to 4:00pm each weekday. Wherever you live in
Tasmania, the first point of contact with the
service is often through our telephone advice
line, where you will be able to speak directly with

a solicitor regarding your legal issue. Solicitors
are able to answer questions and provide legal
advice, and if a client requires further assistance
or an appointment, they will be able to arrange
it.
Calling our 1800 682 468 number is free from
landlines and most mobiles (some phone
companies do charge for calling 1800 numbers,
so please check before dialling). You can call the
1800 number from anywhere in Tasmania, and
the call will not be displayed on your telephone
bill.
All calls are completely confidential.
Representation
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is able to
provide some ongoing legal assistance for clients
through casework, including representation
services in court, tribunals or mediation.
While our focus is on achieving successful
outcomes for our clients through negotiation, it
is inevitable that we will need to assist some of
our clients to make applications to the Court.
Matters in the Federal Circuit Court/Family Court
range from simple Divorce Applications and
Applications for Consent Orders, through to
highly contested parenting and property
matters. We generally attend the Magistrates
Court for Family Violence Order applications and
variations.
In an effort to assist those most in need and
make the most of our resources, in some cases

we help capable clients by preparing court
documents, and providing advice and guidance
to assist the client represent themselves. We
pride ourselves on providing a personal and
holistic service, which can support women
through the often-stressful court process.
Our solicitors provide representation for routine
court events, conciliation conferences, Family
Dispute Resolution Conferences, and Interim and
Consent Hearings. However, interim hearings
involving complex issues, and contested final
hearings are generally briefed to a barrister. We
are lucky to have a number of very experienced
barristers linked in with our service, who have
provided pro-bono assistance and/or reduced
rates to our clients, in support of our Service’s
objectives.
Community Legal Education and Engagement
As a community legal centre, a big part of what
we do is to provide a range of early intervention
and preventative strategies such as community
legal education. We work with other legal
service providers and community groups like
neighbourhood houses and community centres
to present legal information on various topics to
groups of women right across the state.
We manage and provide workshops in schools,
and provide specific legal information for young
people through our Girls Gotta Know and Guys
Gotta Know websites.

We work on community development, creating
partnerships with other legal assistance service
providers as well as community service providers
such as counselling services, women’s shelters,
community health organisations, housing, drug
and alcohol services in order to provide a
cohesive, holistic response to community need.

Law Reform
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania is constantly
working towards making the legal system more
accessible and more responsive to the issues
affecting women. We want to promote a legal
system that is responsive to the needs of women
accessing justice.
We regularly prepare submissions regarding
proposed changes to the law, and are part of a
national network of community legal centres
specialising in women’s issues.
Over the past year, we have worked on the
following submissions, having identified these
issues and proposed amendments as ones that
will potentially have a significant impact on
women:
•
•
•
•

Submission for the Legal Recognition of
Sex and Gender
Submission to the Family Law Inquiry
Recognition of Coercive Control
Partnered with SASS to deliver a joint
submission to the Evidence (Children and
Special Witnesses) Amendment Bill 2020.

“Thank you very much to Rebecca – she considered my emotional
state, and gave me the option of hearing everything that was in
an abusive letter from my ex-partner, or just telling me the things
that directly related to my case. I really appreciated not having to
hear all the horrible things that were written.”
Launceston Domestic Violence Unit Client

Chief Executive Officer’s Report

In the 2019-2020 year, 1493 women were
assisted by Women’s Legal Service Tasmania
state-wide.
Most of this assistance was the provision of 1579
legal advice services, the provision of 284 legal
information services, and 164 legal tasks
services.

279
clients
assisted by
three
solicitors in
Burnie

We provided legal representation in court to 82
clients, and provided non-legal support to
another 22 clients.
These legal services were delivered by a team of
eight legal staff, who were ably assisted by an
administrative team equivalent to four full-time
staff.
As CEO, up until March 17, I spent every second
week in Hobart, three days a fortnight in
Launceston and two days a fortnight working
from our Burnie office, assisting our team to be
more connected and engaged in the work of the
organisation. After March 17, our offices at each
site closed and we began delivering legal
services remotely on account of the international
pandemic, COVID-19.
All of these activities ensured that we delivered
access to justice in Tasmania for women either
through a Domestic Violence Unit in Burnie or
Launceston, or through our telephone advice line
from our Hobart office.

286

Launceston
clients
assisted by
two solicitors

928
1800 line
clients

Outreach
Up until March 17, when we activated our
business continuity plan, we continued to offer
outreach to the Mary Hutchinson Women’s
Prison in Hobart, the Launceston General
Hospital and Laurel House in the north, the St
Helens, Sheffield, Smithton, East Devonport and
Queenstown communities.
The outreach provided through our Launceston
office is more regular and structured, whereas
outreach around the rest of the state is more
sporadic in order to be responsive to community
need.

Community Legal Education
We provided 34 Community Legal Education
(CLE) sessions state-wide.
These have included delivering sessions at the
Launceston General Hospital, and to members of
the St Helens, Burnie, East Devonport, Smithton,
Sheffield and Queenstown communities, where
community legal education sessions have been
developed and tailored to respond to
community need and requests.
Community legal education sessions are
designed to empower women with information
so they can make the best decisions for
themselves. They also provide an opportunity
for women to be warmly referred between
community services.
Pre-COVID-19, we provided engaging,
collaborative and multi-disciplinary face-to-face
community legal education in Burnie, St Helens
and Smithton as we trialled new ways of
engaging the community to discuss the issues of
family violence through the Mentoring Violence
Prevention program.
The global pandemic forced us to change our
service delivery in order to ensure that women
continued to have access to legal information.
Through short informal Facebook Live sessions,
our staff were able to keep the community
informed on different areas of the law.

We have noted that the number of views these
sessions received greatly exceeded the number
of people we would otherwise have reached in
our cancelled in-person sessions – this has
extended our service reach. We intend to
continue to use this form of service delivery postpandemic.
We produced a podcast and commenced
recordings for an additional series of podcasts, in
order to showcase the type of work we do, and
highlighting the need for reforms to the system.
These podcasts utilise the voices of those who
have used the legal system to sort out their
disputes. This project will be released in the
next financial year.
We also embraced joint livestream opportunities
to promote multi-disciplinary and varied voices in
the family law space, and to promote community
legal centre careers in the law.
Our Team
We have invested significant resources in
maintaining our relationships as a staff team, and
have developed an organisational cultural plan
which we are all working towards. This plan
followed a consultant review of our culture,
which involved all staff providing input.
COVID-19 required that this engagement with
staff be reimagined as we developed systems to
be able to work remotely from our homes to
provide legal services for our clients.

Culturally, our focus has been on the professional
development and support of our staff. This has
included a two-day staff session held in
Launceston to better understand ourselves and
others.
We also entered a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) with Relationships
Australia to provide supervision, support and
debriefing to all of our staff on a bi-monthly
basis. We see this as a way of ensuring that we
prioritise our staff safety - the nature of the work
we do in the family violence space requires that
we have an eye to both the vicarious trauma
implications, and the workplace health and safety
issues that may arise.
Operationally, this MOU assists us to manage
this risk inherent in the work we deliver to clients
experiencing trauma.
We are also mindful of the statistics that one in
four women have an experience of family
violence. On the basis of this statistic it is
reasonable to assume that in any and all
workplaces, up to a quarter of staff have a lived
experience of family violence.
We have also commenced work on improving
the feedback we collect from our clients.
The Board of Management
We have worked on improving our reporting to
our Board in order to be more strategic. The

CEO’s Monthly Report reflects the strategic
priorities identified by the Board to achieve our
vision - to see women having equal access to
justice in Tasmania.
The CEO’s Monthly Report is shared with staff,
and the Board review a case study each month
alternately provided from each different office.
The Legal Assistance Sector
We have also invested heavily in stakeholder
engagement within the legal assistance sector.
We signed an MOU with The Legal Aid
Commission of Tasmania (LACT) which clarified
our point of difference as a specialist service
provider to women, working within a feminist
framework and adopting a trauma informed
approach to our work.
We have continued to actively contribute to
Community Legal Centres Tasmania (CLCTas),
the peak body for community legal centres in
Tasmania, and have continued to support
student placement for law graduates across our
sites to contribute to building a skilled legal
profession.

We have facilitated and organised a family
violence continuing professional development
session (CPD) collaboratively with the Law
Society of Tasmania to improve understanding
within the profession of family violence.
Community Sector
We have continued to attend and participate in
the DVCC meetings in the south, north and
north-west.
We also worked closely with both TasCOSS and
Health Justice Australia to develop a proposal
for a Health Justice Partnership in Tasmania,
focusing on women and children experiencing
family violence. Work on this project will be
ongoing.
We have worked with Anglicare to secure
financial counselling services for our clients
through our Burnie and Launceston offices.

on the Australian Women Against Violence
Alliance (AWAVA).
Law Reform
We have contributed to various law reform
discussions. We have continued our important
advocacy work notwithstanding the
Commonwealth’s stance that this is not a valid
activity.
This has included:
•

Disputing the Commonwealth
Government’s stance that unless we are
asked for an opinion we are not to
publicly express one.

•

Advocating for the introduction of a nonfatal strangulation crime in Tasmania;

•

Further entrenching coercive control and
coercion and control provisions in the
Family Violence Act 2004 (Tas), including
promoting the use of this terminology in
state criminal proceedings and in family
law proceedings;

•

Promoting the WLSA Five Step Plan for
reforming the family law system,
including introducing a risk assessment
tool that sits across federal and state
court jurisdictions;

•

Discussing and promoting the full
definition of family violence throughout

We entered an MOU with Relationships Australia
to support our staff with supervision state-wide.
We partnered with the Hobart Women’s Shelter,
Engender Equality and Hobart Women’s Health
Centre to pilot, and then propose the delivery of
Mentoring Violence Prevention workshops,
throughout Tasmania.
We have also actively engaged in our national
association, Women’s Legal Services Australia
(WLSA), and I am also the WLSA representative

the community, so this is better
understood alongside the gendered
nature of family violence.
Integrated service delivery
Each client to whom we provide legal advice is
also referred to other specialist service providers.
Most of our casework clients have complex
trauma histories and experiences, often as a
result of the family violence they have
experienced. This requires that more time be
invested in providing legal services to these
clients to ensure they are able to present their
legal case appropriately.
We have also further developed and focused on
our working relationships with other specialist
service providers such as Engender Equality (EE),
Family Violence Counselling & Support (FVCSS),
Sexual Assault Services (SASS) and Laurel House.
We have re-thought and constituted our
Domestic Violence Units in Burnie and
Launceston. We recruited a social worker in
Burnie, who works with our clients for two days
each week.
We have partnered with Anglicare Tasmania to
deliver financial counselling through a
subcontracting arrangement. Following that
arrangement, we resolved to bring the financial
counsellor position in-house and have

commenced training an existing staff member for
this role.
We are still exploring what an integrated
framework model will look like for our service
moving forward. In the same vein, we are
continuing to explore what a Health Justice
Partnership could look like as part of this
integrated approach.
Sustainability
We have worked hard to proactively broaden our
funding base. This has involved preparing and
developing a range of funding submissions and
projects to Financial Counselling Australia, the
Department of Justice, the Commonwealth
Attorney-General, the State Attorney-General,
the Tasmanian Community Fund and the
Tasmanian Department of Communities.
We invested a lot of time and energy in
developing a Health Justice Partnership proposal
initially to respond to the Commonwealth
funding round.
Through the Solicitors’ Guarantee Fund, we were
successful in applying for funding to pay for
disbursements for our clients, such as providing
funding for Barristers to be briefed to assist our
clients with complex litigation.

COVID-19
From March 17, all staff worked remotely to
continue to offer legal services to our clients in
the midst of the global pandemic.
We moved quickly to provide a remote work
environment in order to secure the safety of our
clients and our staff. We are grateful for the
Government assistance provided to reimburse us
for the expenses incurred through purchasing
equipment to ensure staff were able to work
from home.
We developed and activated our business
continuity plan, also later developing a return to
work plan complying with COVID-19 workplace
standards.
While working remotely, we trialled new ways of
service delivery – moving all our community legal
education activities and outreach work to online,
and updating all of our existing online resources,
including our fact sheets, and the Girls Gotta
Know and Guys Gotta Know websites.
I would like to thank all staff for the personal
contributions that they each made through using
their own resources to ensure that we could
continue to provide legal services to our
Tasmanian community during this time.

Yvette Cehtel
Chief Executive Officer

Sasha

Kylie

Homeless, and speaking very little
English, Sasha had impending
criminal charges and no legal support.

Two kids, and on a single parenting
payment – then Kylie started seeing
Dave.

Having trained in her home country as a health
professional, Sasha, now in her sixties, had moved to
Australia a decade ago to care for her elderly husband.
She found herself subjected to ongoing family violence –
verbal abuse, controlling behavior and physical violence,
often literally thrown and locked out of the house. She told
no-one of the abuse – having borrowed some money from
her family back home, she thought if she told them her
situation, she would lose their respect.
Speaking very little English, Sasha had no connections in
the local community, and nowhere to turn.
We arranged for interpreting services, and spoke with
Sasha about her situation; we made contact with a housing
provider, who gave Sasha temporary accommodation.
We worked with Police Prosecutions to recognise the
pattern of reported family violence, which then allowed
Sasha to be eligible for assistance from the Family Violence
Counselling and Support Service.
With ongoing access to an interpreter, we were able to
help Sasha put forward her explanation of the latest family
violence incident, who then agreed to adjourn the matter
and dismiss after twelve months if there were no further
charges.
We have been able to provide many hours of legal
assistance, and have appeared in Court on four occasions.
We have been able to provide translating and interpreting
services, and have arranged for community-based
counselling.
Without our specialist family violence service and trauma
informed approach, Sasha had no other access to any of
this assistance.

Kylie had two children from a previous relationship when
she started seeing Dave, who had a child of his own. She
was receiving a single parenting payment, and Dave was
employed as a builder, but business was slow – Dave told
Kylie to hold off updating Centrelink of their new situation,
because he wouldn’t be able to support her and the kids.
Dave didn’t want Kylie to work because they couldn’t
afford childcare, and if she was at home, Dave’s son was
able to come and visit more often.
A few months went by, and Kylie didn’t feel right about not
updating Centrelink – she spoke to Dave, but he got
angry, threatening to leave her and reporting her to
Centrelink.
Business picked up, but Dave insisted Kylie pay for her own
expenses with the Centrelink money. Kylie raised the issue
of Centrelink a few times, but each time Dave became
angry and violent – one time he grabbed Kylie around the
throat, and threatened to leave her if she did.
The business was profitable, Dave paid for some
renovations, and bought a couple of nice cars in his name –
meanwhile, the violence increased and Kylie was the one
caring for Dave’s son. A few years later, and the violence
was so bad that Kylie decided to leave.
Kylie spoke to a lawyer, who told her that she was entitled
to a share of the now significant property pool, but if she
were to make an application for her share, she risked being
charged with Centrelink fraud. She risked getting a huge
fine, and maybe end up in jail.
Kylie packed a suitcase and took the kids to a women’s
shelter while she looked for rental accommodation. She
decided not to pursue an application, as the result might
be devastating. She’d been out of the workforce for so
long, she couldn’t get a job, and she stayed on Centrelink.
Dave continued developing his business, and retained all
the benefit of the equity in the house, and all the other
assets that Kylie had left behind, acquired in part as a
result of the funds received from the single parenting
payment, and Kylie’s support with the home and childcare.

our impact

Social Work Support in the Burnie DVU

Our Burnie Domestic Violence Unit Social
Worker, Dawn Woolley, has been with us since
May this year, employed for two days a week to
provide social work support to our DVU clients in
Burnie and Launceston. Dawn has also been able
to work remotely with Hobart clients.
Clients are internally referred to receive social
work support, and as knowledge of the service
has become more widespread, Dawn is finding
some clients are self-referring into the Service.
Dawn has been able to assist clients with
emotional, trauma-informed and practical
support. Clients are provided initial support, and
are referred into other services for ongoing
assistance. Dawn has referred clients into
financial counselling, respite services, community
cultural groups, advocacy services and
government departments. Some clients will
continue to engage with in-house social work
support for the duration of their legal matter.
Ongoing support has been given to clients who
are experiencing varying concerns – low selfesteem, anger, mental health issues, fear of not
having enough money to support themselves or
their children, women who are tired of the
ongoing fight for their children and their rights.
Dawn says, “Social Workers work along-side our
clients, supporting them through their journey,
and encouraging them to make the best choices
for them. We help them approach problems
from different angles – we look at the many

factors that impact on their life, and help to
empower them to navigate their way forward at
times when this may be difficult for them.
You could say our mission is to enhance wellbeing, as we help meet basic and complex
needs, and our focus is on those who are
particularly vulnerable.
At Women’s Legal Service, my role as a social
worker is to help clients get through the legal
process. I can also help them to make longer
term connections to other services in the
community for additional and ongoing support.”

44%
of our clients had
low or no income

48%

of our clients
have dependent
children
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We sincerely thank all of our supporters for their
generosity and encouragement to continue our
work throughout Tasmania.
Volunteer & Student Placements
Women’s Legal Service Tasmania fosters a
learning environment for students and young
lawyers, and offers several opportunities
throughout the year for volunteers and student
placements to occur. Volunteers and students
assist our solicitors with casework and valuable
research. Thank you to:
Georgia Hugen
In Kind Contributions
We highly value those contributions made by
individuals and businesses in private legal
practice. These contributions enable women to
access services and assistance that may not
otherwise have been available. Thank you to the
following people who have assisted Women’s
Legal Service Tasmania this year:
Jack Dalby
Mary Evans
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Kate Mooney SC
Sandra Taglieri SC

Donations and Fundraising
We are very grateful that many individuals and
groups in our community have continued their
ongoing support to Women’s Legal Service
Tasmania, some through philanthropic
donations, and some through a financial
commitment from their weekly or fortnightly
salaries. We sincerely thank all of these
individuals for their generosity and ongoing
support.
Ann Sheehan
Narelle Downham
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Kate Cuthbertson
Jeff Schneider
Bryn Griffiths
Paypal Giving Fund
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Auditor’s Report
This is an extract of WLST Audited Financial statements for the year ended 30 June 2020. A complete
copy of the Audited Financial Report is available upon request.

